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29 June 1856

Holland, Michigan

At the dedication of the Pillar Church, the new building of the First Reformed Church, Rev.
Albertus C. Van Raalte preached on the text of Psalm 84.1. A full translation of the sermon was
made by Rev. Michael de Vries and published in Pillar Church in the Van Raalte Era (Holland,
Michigan, 2003), 115-123.

Location of the original was not given but likely it is in the Van Raalte collection in the archives at
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APPENDIX A
"De Dierbaarheid van Godsineis"—
The Preciousness of God's House.
Sermon by A.C. Van Ratite delivered at the dedication of the
Pillar Church, 29 June1856. Translated by Michael De Vries.
Psalm 84: 1, 2; "How lovely is your dwelling place, 0 Lord Almighty! My soul yearns, even faints, for the courts of the Lord;
my heart and my flesh cry out for the living God."
See here the language of the heart of a people that loves God. Be it
in the Tabernacle, or at Shiloh, or in the Temple... God's people
came gladly to worship Him. David had been instrumental in gathering the materials for the Temple, and his son Solomon built the
costly building— beautiful and awe inspiring—which was so suitable for the strengthening of the faith, and moreover, to awaken
an awareness of God. The Temple was a desired place and a joy
for every Israelite, regardless of his background; to gather there
with thousands of others and appear before the face of Jacob's
God to offer their sacrifices— that was his deep longing. What a
lovely place for these saints of old! That's why we find in this
psalm, and many others like it, expressions of passionate desire
to gather in the Temple.
The Israelites uttered prayers of lament when this privilege
was denied them. For example, "like a deer pants for streams of
living water, so my soul pants for you, 0 God. My souls thirsts for
God, for the living God, when can I go and meet with God? I
rejoiced with those who said to me, let us go to the house of the
Lord." The pious Israelite longed for the opportunity to worship
in the Temple, and they saw it as a great privilege.
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Sample of

Van Raalte's sermon notes.
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And this is no less the case for the righteous Israelite today We
also can find here a God for the heart: faith will be strengthened,
hope awakened, the inclination for the things above encouraged,
and the heavy heart comforted Don't we also have reasons on this
day to rejoice? God, who blessed us while building our houses in
the village, has also given us this house of prayer where we enjoy
room and refreshment, where there is a place for everyone, and
where we can gather in the evenings as well as during the day.
It would provide us with rich material for wonder and gratitude if we remember how the Lord has helped us overcome obstacles. It is fitting for us to exclaim, "Ebenezer!" and that we
magnify the name of the Lord and remind our souls: "Do not
forget His benefits."
Even more heartfelt gratitude will be born in us when we plumb
the beauty and dimensions of this gift from God. I shall now try
to explain. What was so special about the Lord's house of prayer,
and what made it so precious that pious hearts thirsted after it?
1. Because reconciliation is _found there. What is more precious
than liberation from our guilt? We need nothing more urgently
than pardon and peace with God through His declaration of pardon. Just ask any sinner bent under a load of guilt whether he
knows of a greater need than the need to be reconciled. Thus how
welcome it was to be led to the altar where the blood of the slain
lamb was sprinkled, where he could approach the altar and with
confession of his sin place his sinful hands on the head of the
sacrifice because it was his substitute that would carry away his
punishment. And after that, he would see the designated lamb
stumble under the deathly blow and see its blood flow and the
trembling limbs devoured on the altar by the flame of God's righteousness. The ancient Jew saw in that impressive drama a shadow
of the Lamb ordained by God to carry away the sins of the World.
How sweet was the house of the Lord for guilt-ridden hearts, and
to experience peace by means of this symbolic act.
This is after all what still makes the house of prayer today so
lovely Can there be a more precious place for a burdened sinner
than here where he can learn to understand his God reconciling
him in Christ? This makes the one seeking salvation yearn with
deep desire for the courts of the Lord.
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Take away the Atoning Sacrifice and what is left for a soul burdened by guilt and expecting punishment? Where would his comfort be? Without this teaching about atonement this building would
not resound with glad tidings, it would not have drawing power for
those seeking after God, the hungry would not be fed, the burdened would not receive relief, and the house of God would not be
lovely You people who fear God, what is it that makes this house of
God so precious? Nothing other than the slain Lamb of God, the
wounded mediator, hanging on the tree carrying your sin, where
he became a curse for the sake of the cursed, and where he arose as
victor. This house is precious when God's gift in Christ is proclaimed
in all its fullness. Then it will emit what is beautiful and appealing.
The house of the Lord will be lovely as long as the stricken conscience is comforted through this atonement, but there will be no
peace and no loveliness here without it.

2. The house of God was precious because it pointed to cleansing.
The cleansing water flowed, and this was a symbol of today's
cleansing influence of the ministry of word and spirit.... For those
who despise sin and abhor their sinfulness, how wonderfully sweet
it is that they can come here to the fountain and be cleansed. The
truth, the word of God, is here as a cleansing bath; and the influence of God's Spirit as a life-giving blessing from heaven is here.
And that is why the house of God is so precious: one can find
here the healing of leprosy A true Israelite was characterized by
his thirst for holiness and he dreaded having a cold unfruitful
attitude to God's grace. He recoils from making Jesus a servant of
sin; he knows that it was the purpose of Jesus— for His Father's
honor— to ransom His people and rescue them from
unrighteousness for the sake of making them eager to do good
works. That is His real purpose, and 0 so desirous. Would he not
love and rate highly the refreshing cleansing in this place through
God's gift of proclamation and the administering of the Sacraments? This is what the upright saint needs, this makes him cry
out for streams of living water, saying, "my soul thirsts for God,
for the living God, when shall I go in and appear before the face
of God?" Poor soul for whom this house is not dear and lovely!
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3. The house of God is precious because the godly light of truth
drives away the night of darkness caused by sin and estrangement
front God. The seven golden candlesticks in the old Temple were
already a symbol of this. How sweet is the natural light, but far
more precious are the rays of truth illumining the soul and making the foolish wise.
The glory of the invisible and infinite God would blind us were
it not for the coming of Jesus who is the perfect reflection of God,
who is the truth himself. He revealed himself to us in human
form, without losing any of His glory and in this manner became
accessible to human beings. This glimpse of God's face gives joy
and light!
The light of truth revealed in God's Word and explained
through the Holy Spirit is the light of the soul, without which we
walk in darkness, not knowing where we are going. Like the sun
reveals the natural world, so the lamp of preaching reveals the
Christ, the gift of God. The lamp in the holy place was not to be
extinguished, neither in the day nor night. As long as the church
of God exists the light shall shine. The light of truth shall shine
ever more clearly till the earth will be filled with the knowledge
of the Lord.... Therefore the worshiper— in spirit and truth —
says of the house of the Lord where the lamp of God keeps burning, "How lovely are your dwellings, 0 Lord." Therefore he says:
"One thing I ask of the Lord, this is what I seek: that I may dwell
in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to gaze upon the
beauty of the Lord and to seek him in His temple."
4. Thousands clung to Jesus because He had fed them with bread,
but here more will be shared, namely, the bread for the soul. What a
lot of effort is expended on our dear earthly bread.., but it cannot
satisfy us human beings. In ancient times, God decked the table
in the holy place every Sabbath with show bread: it was a symbol
of the spiritual food that God supplied in His house where He
refreshed them with the removal of sin, with the assurance of His
grace and love, with the outpouring of peace and mutual love
through the spirit in the heart, and made them rejoice in the hope
of eternal life. The earthly bread is rightly called the staff of life
for our bodies, and hunger will force us to look for it wherever we
can.... So also our souls need bread, and they will perish from
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hunger when they aren't provided something better than the drivel
this world supplies.
God has taken care of it for us by setting a table with the fat
foods of His house, and the invitation goes out: "Come, all things
are ready" Hence the administration of Word and Sacraments in
the house of God is so precious to us. It is manna from heaven, and
His broken body and poured out blood is our true spice and drink.
Here the hungry souls are fed, here the youngsters are nourished
with milk. And just as in ancient times the priests renewed the
showbread each Sabbath, so also the servants of the Word must on
every Sabbath again feed the crowd by breaking the bread. Then
the God-loving crowd can cry out, "How lovely are your dwellings,
0 Lord, my soul yearns, even faints, for the courts of the Lord."

5. The house of the Lord is precious and lovely and an object of
our desire because it is a house of prayer Certainly this place is
pleasing to God because it is here that His work of renewing the
whole creation shines forth. Here we can taste the sweetness of
worship and the glorification of His name on earth. Here we can
turn our souls heavenward, and we can learn to lean on the hands
of God, claim His promises, and our prayers will be like a column
of smoke going up to God, just like the sacrifices on the altar in
the Temple.... How wonderful it is to know that our prayers of
faith reach the ear of God, and no matter their shortcomings, Christ
our great High Priest will intercede for us and make them pleasing to God. Where would we start without this throne of grace?
Would we really want to exchange it for anything else? This is
specifically called "the house of prayer," and the gathering of a
praying people is pleasing to God; He delights in seeing His people
at prayer.
6. The loveliness of the house of the Lord and the longing of God's
people for the courts of the Lord becomes even clearer when we notice
the Lord's presence there, as well as His blessings. In Exodus 20:24
we read: "Wherever I cause my name to be honored, I will come
to you and bless you." Also Jesus said, "Wherever two or three
gather in my name, I will be in their midst."
It is not just that God is present, but it is especially His willingness to reach out to us in grace and wanting actual commun-
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ion with us that is so amazing: God beckons, He restrains, He
converts, His washes us in the blood of Jesus to renew us and to
sanctify us through His Spirit in order to erect a spiritual house of
the Lord, preparing us to become living stones and making these
stones shine like diamonds in Jesus' crown.
A church without Christ as its head is like a body without a
soul— dead. For those who were thirsting for God, even Solomon's
beautiful Temple would not have amounted to anything were it
not for God's presence making it the house of the Lord. If the
Lord himself is not here, no sinner can be saved and no soul sanctified, and then Satan will be the stronger: he will mock the eloquence of Saul, the love of John, and the eagerness of Peter But
the presence of Jesus makes Satan tremble. Unless Jesus, our strong
God, is here, sinners' manacles cannot be broken, nor will any of
Satan's powers be defeated. Therefore our prayer should be: "Come,
Lord Jesus, come to rescue, come to edify your people, come every rest day" Oh, that the grieving of the Spirit and the wasting of
the soul to sin and Satan would not chase Jesus away Never can
we think deeply enough about this. Neither the preacher, nor you!
All the blessings we receive here depend on the saving presence
of the Lord.
One might ask nonchalantly who is going to preach, and not
look up to the One from whom the blessing must come. Remember: "He who honors me I will honor, and he who rejects me will
be found wanting." In the Lord's hand the weakest instrument is
mighty, and the foolishness of man becomes wisdom. It is destruction of the most precious gifts when one replaces them for
the Master's, and especially when one wants to use them in conjunction with sin. The upright person will learn that a little bread,
blessed by God, can go remarkably far in feeding hungry souls.
These promised blessings of God's presence are not visible to
the naked eye. Though God gave visible signs in ancient times,
e.g. above the cherubim, today He helps us see by means of the
Scriptures in which God reveals himself in the flesh. This is His
promise, and the fulfillment of which can make this a lovely house
of God. On the basis of this promise we must turn to God's throne
and ask for fulfillment of the same—that is our task today We
must soar heavenward on wings of promise that will make the
believer descend again laden with heavenly blessings. This house
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of promise must be turned into a house of prayer. Remember then
this house before the throne of heaven, remember the preacher of
this house, remember the precious souls who each rest-day gather
here. It behooves us to pray for them for they are worthy of our
compassion. Here are those who are starving from hunger, some
are starving in their sin, and some hear for the first time the voice
of peace and reconciliation. And shall we not pray for Christ's
presence for the benefit of the man who is on the edge of eternity
and doesn't know that he is about to tumble into a pool that burns
with fire and sulfur?
0, Beloved, let us pray that the Lord will gather here with us.
0, focus your eye on those souls which are dead in their sins and
trespasses, joining the crowd of thousands who are heading for
eternal destruction and for whom, thus far, all preaching has been
in vain. Look down into the depth of Hell where no gospel is
preached and no grace is offered. Look up to Heaven and see what
eternal choir of glory is portrayed for us—but alas it is waved
aside. If there be any feeling of Christian compassion in us, let us
plead for those who are bound for destruction that the Lord may
descend and make His dwelling in our midst; that it may be a
birthplace for many a soul, that it may be a lovely place where
many victories are achieved and become as precious to us as the
portals and courts of heaven.
Yes, pray for and cling to the promises of His presence. Receiving this, we will with holy fear and trembling rejoice: then our
efforts and Sabbath celebrations will be tasted in our daily living,
and the loveliness of the house of the Lord will also make our
homes lovely, and those who will follow after us shall also discover that this house of God is lovely And even after the mouth
of him who speaks to you is silenced in the grave, even then these
walls will echo the voice of truth that was heralded from this
pulpit.
And when we all in due time and by God's providence must let
go of the loveliness of this earthly holy place, we shall experience
the House of our heavenly Father, of which this place was but a
foretaste. 0, may none of us who gathered in this place of prayer
be missed in heaven above. Let there be no one who had a place
here in God's house have to sit among the doomed because he did
not love or seek the presence of God.
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And now we will conclude, but let me still ask of you, children
of God, to pray for this house, for this servant, and for the sinful
souls gathering here. When you appear in secret before the throne
of grace, remember all this.
Never leave your place unoccupied, unless in God's providence
you are really hindered from coming. Come here with a praying
attitude.
However, my listeners— whoever you are— do not come with
sin. Do come, of course, if you are sorry for your sin and are
fighting against it. Then this is just the right place, and with the
authority of God I declare to you: You are Welcome! Then this is
precisely the place. But this is not the place to mix sin with the
holy activities of the children of God. This is not the place to be
engaged in serving God while harboring a heart full of impurity,
or while trampling on your brother with anger and bitterness.
And if this is your first visit here: hasten yourself to confession
and conversion before God will judge you.

